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INTRODUCTION 
Some years ago, I researched the politics and practices of pro-feminist men 
(Pease 2000). I argued at the time that one of the most central issues for 
women's prospects for gender equality is whether or not men can and will 
change. I put the view that changing the social relations of gender will 
involve changing men's subjectivities, as well as their daily practices. This 
research was grounded in my own experiences as a white, heterosexual 
man who was committed to a pro-feminist position. 
I did not believe then, and I do not believe now, that heterosexual men 
changing their personal lives to become more equal with their female 
partners will in and of itself challenge the structures of patriarchy. How-
ever, I believe that men have choices as to whether they accept patriarchy 
or work collectively against it. If they are to work against it, some form 
of transformation in men's subjectivity in relation to domination seemed 
necessary. My research was concerned with the limits and possibilities of 
such transformation. 
In more recent years, I have been concerned with the wider politics of 
change in relation to privileged subjectivities, as they relate to colonialism, 
white supremacy, class elitism, heteronormativity and ableism, along with 
male domination (Pease 2010). I have been concerned with the questions: 
How can members of privileged groups transform their dominant subjec-
tivities? Under what conditions might we be able to encourage members of 
privileged groups to engage with the knowledge of oppression and open 
themselves to hearing the voices of the oppressed? 
As an anti-violence activist who works primarily with men who are not 
identified as perpetrators of violence in a diversity of workplaces and com-
munity-based contexts, I am also interested in practical pedagogical strate-
gies for engaging men and members of privileged groups more generally in 
loosening their connections to dominant subject positions. In this chapter, 
I set out some of the theoretical, political and pedagogical issues involved 
in such work. 
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THE INVISIBILITY OF PRIVILEGE 
Most privilege is not recognised as such, by those who have it. In fact, "one 
of the functions of privilege is to structure the world so that mechanisms 
of privileges are invisible-in the sense that they are unexamined-to 
those who benefit from them" (Bailey 1998, 112). So not being aware 
of privilege is an important aspect of privilege. Johnson (2001) observes 
how members of p~ivileged groups either do not understand what oth-
ers mean when they refer to them as privileged or they tend to get angry 
and defensive. When well-meaning members of privileged groups offer 
to support the struggles of oppressed groups, they often cannot under-
starra-why those groups might be suspicious or even hostile towards them. 
Many men challenging male violence wonder why women do not embrace 
and applaud their efforts. Also, many whites who are opposed to racism 
wonder why Indigenous people are not more supportive of their stand. 
Members of privileged groups often just do not see how they benefit from 
the practices that they say they oppose. 
While some men are willing to acknowledge that women are oppressed, 
they are less willing to recognise that they are correspondingly 'over-priv-
ileged'. Thus, much oppressive behaviour can be quite unconscious. It is 
easy to recognise blatant sexism or racism when someone puts another per-
son down because of their gender or their race. But it is much harder to 
recognise how in our everyday interactions we may reinforce dominance 
just because we belong to a dominant group by birth. 
Most of us seem to have some difficulty in accepting our own involve-
ment in the day-to-day oppression of others and how many of the benefits 
we receive have been derived from the continued subordination of others. 
So members of dominant groups are taught not to see themselves as privi-
leged or prejudiced because they are able to only identify the more blatant 
forms of discrimination enacted against marginalised groups. They do not 
recognise the ways in which society gives them privileges that come with 
their gender, class, race and sexuality (Pease 2010). 
THE INTERNALISATION OF DOMINANCE AND PRIVILEGE 
A concept that has been used to understand some of the ways in wliich priv-
ileged people sustain their dominant position is "internalised domination". 
Pheterson (1986, 147) defines internalised domination as "the incorpora-
tion and acceptance by individuals within a dominant group of prejudices 
against others". The concept of internalised domination may explain in 
part why members of privileged groups may reinforce the oppression of 
others without considering themselves as being oppressive. 
Tillner (1997, 2) usefully takes the notion of internalised domination 
a little further by defining dominance "as a form of identity practice that 
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constructs a difference which legitimises dominance and grants the agent of 
dominance the illusion of a superior identity". In this process, the identities 
of others are invalidated. Thus, I maintain that dominance is socially con-
structed and psychically internalised. To challenge dominant identities, we 
will need to explore different models of identity and construct subjectivities 
that are not based on domination and subordination. 
It is not possible for members of dominant groups to escape completely 
the internalisation of dominance. Negative ideas and images are deeply 
embedded in the culture, and it is unlikely that men, whites and hetero-
sexuals will not be affected by sexism, racism and homophobia. 
The concept of internalised domination thus helps us to understand the 
seeming paradox that Minow (1990) identifies in relation to those who 
publicly criticise social inequality, while at the same time engaging in prac-
tices that perpetuate these inequalities. While she emphasises the task of 
examining and reformulating our assumptions about the social world, she 
acknowledges that this requires more than individuals learning to think 
differently, because of the ways in which the individual's thinking is shaped 
by institutional and cultural forces. So while it is important for individuals 
to acknowledge the privileges they have and to speak out against them, it is 
impossible to simply relinquish privilege (Pease 2010). 
PRIVILEGE AND WHERE WE STAND 
To address the potential for members of privileged groups to develop a 
critical distance from their privilege, it is necessary to turn to feminist 
standpoint theory. Developing knowledge grounded in the experience of 
oppressed groups, it provided a critical stance against Eurocentric, patri-
archal, class elitist, racist, heterosexist and ableist conceptual frameworks 
(Harding 2004). 
Feminist standpoint theory posits a direct relationship between one's 
structural location in the world and one's understanding of the nature of 
the world. While standpoint theory has been used to validate the experi-
ences of the oppressed and encourage collective resistance against oppres-
sors (Harding 2004), it can also be used by those in dominant groups to 
critically interrogate the ways in which their own world views and prac-
tices sustain the oppression of others. Harding (1995), for example, argues 
that standpoint theory can offer an explanation of how members of domi-
nant groups can develop knowledge that serves the interests of subordi-
nate groups. In this view, it is possible for members of dominant groups 
to develop the capacity to see themselves from the perspective of those in 
subordinated groups. Dominant groups do not necessarily form a homo-
geneous network of shared interests. Thus, it is possible for members of 
dominant groups to challenge the taken-for-granted self interests of their 
own group. 
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the way in which class is subjectively experienced and reproduced in our 
lives. Most class analysis is more concerned with the effects of class struc-
tures on societies as a whole and less concerned with the impact on indi-
viduals. Barone (1998) argues that class oppression needs to be extended 
to include an understanding of classism. This involves an understanding of 
both social structures and human subjectivity and agency. Thus, it is impor-
. tant to remember that class is not only about economics. It is internalised in 
our psyches and it shapes our subjectivity and identity. Class affects people 
on an emotional as well as an economic level (Brantley et al. 2003, 2-5). 
Skeggs (1997) thus notes that it is those who have class privilege who 
have promoted the retreat from class, by taking attention off their own 
privilege. Making economic class invisible is thus a strategy for reproduc-
ing the identity of the middle class. Theorists of mobility, individualisation 
and identity who are displacing class are in effect reproducing their own 
middle-class power, and they avoid having to name it or accept responsibil-
ity for it. hooks (2000) says that class-privileged people who remain silent 
about economic inequality do not want to open up the issue of "where they 
stand", because of what they have to lose. 
Gilbert (2008) asks what it means to be a person of class privilege. Dom-
inant group members come to believe that they are more deserving, more 
intelligent and more articulate than working-class people. Children of mid-
dle-class and owning-class families grow up to believe that they are more 
intelligent and superior and are born to be in control (Leondar-Wright and 
Yeske! 2007). They are thus socialised into oppressor patterns of behaviour 
that will enable them to take on middle- and owning-class occupations and 
worldviews (Barone 1998). 
As in other forms of privilege, middle-class experience is presented as 
universal. The white, heterosexual gentile middle class is presented as 
the normative standard that others aspire to. Skeggs (1997) talks about 
"respectability" as one of the key signifiers of this class positioning, as it 
is the basis upon which people pathologise others. Respectability is con-
structed as a normative standard to which others aspire. Skeggs (1997, 2) 
says that it "embodies moral authority" as distinct from those who need to 
be controlled. It is the basis upon which middle-class people position them-
selves against 'the masses>. Middle-class people construct their identity by 
distancing themselves from the working class. Leondar-Wright (2005) says 
that it is difficult for middle-class people to recognise their own class con-
ditioning because they are led to believe that they represent the ideal that 
working-class people aspire. 
Skeggs (1997) argues that to reinvigorate class analysis, we need to 
focus on class entitlements and the effects these entitlements have on oth-
ers. Because class entitlement is produced and institutionalised, it can also 
be challenged and reconstructed. This is another form of class struggle at 
the cultural level, where class subjectivities are contested. So while class 
and class divisions must be understood in the context of objective struc-
tures, they are also legitimated at a subjective and cultural level by classist 
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attitudes and beliefs. Class is internalised within the psyches of individuals 
who slot themselves into positions of subordination and domination. 
Those who occupy positions of class dominance act in ways that are 
either complicit with those structures or stand in opposition to them. So 
while anger is an appropriate response to class-based form of exploitation 
(Sayers 2005), we must also address the complex feelings associated with 
our complicity in reproducing those structures. While class is a reflec-
tion of objective social conditions, it is also reproduced and reformulated 
through our actions and practices. I am suggesting here that middle-class 
subjectivities are constructed in ways that reproduce the oppression of 
working-class people. 
Acker (2006) argues that social structures are embedded with social 
relations that are constantly constructed and reconstructed. Thus, she 
frames race, class and gender as racialised and gendered class practices 
rather than as structures. In this view, individuals are "enmeshed in com-
plex webs of racialised and gendered practices that change over the course 
of the lifetime" (Acker 2006, 67). This is because identities are both fluid 
and contradictory. 
What is missing in relation to sociological debates on class is how class 
constructs subjectivities and identities. The identities and subjectivities of 
individuals are significant in either reproducing or challenging structures of 
privilege and oppression. We all need to understand how we have interna-
lised class into our psyches and address the role that we play in reproducing 
class-based oppression. 
GENDER PRIVILEGE AND MASCULINE SUBJECTIVITIES 
Mederos (1987) differentiates between the institutionalised patriarchal 
system, which refers to the structural advantages and privileges that men 
enjoy, and the personal patriarchal system, which involves men's face-to-
face interactions with women both at home and in the public sphere. He 
makes the point that because all men are socialised within patriarchy, they 
will all believe to some extent that they have a right to make normative 
claims upon women. Men will differ in relation to what claims they believe 
they make and how they may enforce them. These claims include deferen-
tial treatment, unpaid domestic labour and child care, sexual services and 
emotional support. 
Men thus come to believe that they deserve something from women, 
which they then experience as an entitlement. The totality of these entitle-
ments and claims are what constitute male privilege. This sense of entitle-
ment may not necessarily be conscious and it may only come into their 
awareness when they are deprived of this unreciprocated service. 
We cannot overcome sexism and patriarchal arrangements if we do 
not acknowledge and address male privilege. If we do not recognise the 
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unearned privileges we receive as men, we will be unable to acknowledge 
the impact of these privileges upon the women in our lives. 
Men have to be involved in the process of challenging patriarchy. What 
such men can achieve in relation to reconstructing their subjectivities and 
challenging the cultural and structural foundations of their privilege is the 
subject of extensive debate within feminism and pro-feminist masculinity 
politics. However, I argue that it is possible for men to develop a cognisance 
of their gender privilege and to act in ways that challenge the reproduction 
of gender inequality (Pease 2000, 2002). 
The concept of doing gender (West and Zimmerman 1987) focuses our 
attention on the interactional dynamics that men engage in to reproduce 
our privileges. This idea challenged the structural determinist approaches 
to gender that seemed to leave little room for resistance and change. Undo-
ing gender, which describes interactions that challenge gender inequality 
(Deutsch 2007), allows us to identify how we can challenge the reproduc-
tion of male privilege. 
In Connell's (2000) view, the primary motivating factor for men to sup-
port gender equality will come from their "relational interests" winning 
out over their egotistic interests. It is men's relationships with partners, 
daughters, mothers and sisters, et cetera, that will provide the basis upon 
which men will come to support change (Connell 2000, 204). Such a stance 
requires the development of what Kimmel (2000, 335) calls "democratic 
manhood", where men will take-a stand against gender injustice on the 
basis of moral and ethical commitments. We must not underestimate, how-
ever, how difficult it is to challenge unequal gender regimes. 
However, the preconditions for these actions for men have to rest on 
an acknowledgment that patriarchy and unearned male privileges exist, 
that they are reproduced by the practices of men and that men will have to 
develop the moral courage to act in concert with women to live a life based 
on reciprocity rather than unearned entitlement. 
WHITE SUPREMACY AND WI-ITTELINESS 
Just as feminism has challenged men to critically reflect upon their mas-
culinity, so anti-racism challenges white people to reflect upon what it 
means to be white. Just as men have been challenged to not take 'male' 
for granted, so white people have been challenged to not take 'white' 
for granted. 
Frankenberg (1993) describes this as 'race cognisance', whereby racial 
inequality is understood as being related to social structure. This lat-
ter approach involves white people explicitly naming themselves as white 
because of the understanding that one of the ways in which white priv-
ilege is maintained is through white people not naming themselves in 
racial terms. · 
166 Bob Pease 
Once we acknowledge our whiteness and the privileges that flow from it, 
we then have to decide what to do about it. The strategies are often framed 
as either transforming or disowning whiteness. Can whiteness be recon-
structed, or does it have to be repudiated? One argument is that we can 
construct a positive version of whiteness; that whiteness can be more than a 
form of domination. Flagg (1997, 629) argues that white people can develop 
"a positive white racial identity" that is "neither founded on the implicit 
acceptance of white racial domination nor productive of distributive effects 
that systematically advantage whites". In this view, whiteness as domination 
can be unlearned, just as men can unlearn hegemonic masculinity. 
However, in a context where racial domination continues to exist, I do 
not believe that we can simply construct individual non-oppressive white 
subjectivities. While whiteness may be able to be reformed at the level of 
identity, I do not believe that this means it is able to be completely disas-
sociated from white privilege. This aim can only ever be partially achieved 
under conditions of continued white domination. 
Whiteness is also a process. It is one of the ways in which we 'do' social 
dominance. So it is not just an identity that comes out of having a white 
body; it is also something that is performed or practiced (Levine-Rasky 
2002). Knowles (2003, 25) refers to this process as "race making". What 
this means is that we reproduce racial inequality through "a myriad of 
ordinary everyday social processes". It is thus the activities of people in 
their everyday lives that sustain white dominance. For those of us who are 
white, we make ourselves through our habitual practices. It follows that 
there is potential for us to 'undo' some elements of the maintenance of 
white privilege. Perhaps, through changing what we do in the world, we 
can influence both who we are and what we gain from being white. 
There is debate about whether we can 'do' race in ways that do not repro-
duce racial hierarchy. Critics suggest that seeing whiteness as something 
that is simply performed fails to make connections with institutionalised 
dominance (Ahmed 2004). The maintenance of whiteness involves group 
loyalty and material interests as well as individual performance (Anderson 
2003). However, to suggest that whiteness is socially constructed through 
everyday activities challenges the conception of whiteness as a fixed social 
category. White privilege is not something that can be simply rejected and 
denounced. White people cannot give up their whiteness. However, devel-
oping an awareness of one's whiteness and one's racial prejudice can be a 
part of challenging racial inequality. · 
While Sullivan (2006) acknowledges that racism operates on a conscious 
level as well, she also maintains that white privilege is sustained though 
unconscious practices. This means it must be resisted through transformation 
of the self as well as through restructuring structures and institutions. White-
ness is internalised in individual white people as 'an unconscious habit', and 
as such it is often outside people's experience or knowledge. In her view, white 
domination is located both in the world and in the individual white person. 
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While racism is embedded within global political and economic structures, 
it is people's commitment to these structures that reproduces them. We need 
to explore how racism takes root in people's lives. This means that changes 
in institutional structures need to be complemented by individual psychic 
changes in individuals. One cannot fully shirk racist habits, however, while 
conducive political and social structures are in place. Thus one needs to be 
working on both fronts at the same time. 
Sullivan (2006) makes the distinction between being white and being 
whitely. While being white simply refers to white skin colour, being whitely 
embraces habits and dispositions that reproduce racial hierarchy and white 
privilege. In her view, one can be white without being whitely. So in this 
view, one can detach oneself from whiteliness that reproduces racism by 
challenging one's racist habits and disposition. The process of unlearning 
whiteliness is not one of transcending white privilege but rather of acknowl-
edging it and using it to struggle against racial domination. 
Bush (2004) also argues that there is an important relationship between 
prejudiced attitudes and racialised social structures. She believes that sys-
temic racial inequality is reproduced through individuals' complicity with 
ideologies that support those structures. If you believe that you are not part 
of racially unequal structures, then you can enjoy the benefits of being white 
without having to do anything about them. We may even express anger at 
the injustice of those structures as long as we are not implicated in them or 
held personally responsible for them. By demonstrating how the everyday 
consciousness of people sustains those structures, we open up spaces for 
individuals to contribute to the elimination of white domination. 
TOWARDS A PEDAGOGY OF THE PRIVILEGED 
What is the role of the privileged in working for social change? Can 
enlightened members of privileged groups be effective allies in combating 
oppression? The premise underlying much progressive politics is that only 
the oppressed can address oppression. Many writers have portrayed the 
oppressor as being incapable of either personal change or activism in rela-
tion to social change. Thus there has been little attention given to how one 
might develop a pedagogy to transform the oppressors and the privileged. 
While working to challenge oppression from below should be the founda-
tion for social change movements, such movements can be complemented 
by developing strategies to engage and address those who hold power that 
stand in the way of these movements. 
So how do we move oppressors towards a critical consciousness of their 
oppressor status? In recent years, we have witnessed the emergence of a 
pedagogy for the privileged (Curry-Stevens 2004, 2007) and a pedagogy of 
the oppressor (Lee 2002; Breault 2003; Kimmel 2002; ; Frueh 2007; Pease 
2010). These developments provide us with a conceptual and pedagogical 
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framework for engaging members of privileged groups about their unearned 
entitlements. Much of this work also takes these strategies out of the univer-
sity classroom and into government- and community-based forums where 
privilege holders can be challenged about their advantages. 
The starting point is to acknowledge that oppression and privilege exist 
because it is privilege that blinds many people in dominant groups to the 
realities of oppression. This involves awakening a sense of injustice among 
those who do not experience the pain and hardship that is the basis for 
developing a critical consciousness among the oppressed. Under what con-
ditions might we be able to encourage members of privileged groups to 
engage with the knowledge of oppression and open themselves to hearing 
the voices of the oppressed (Fine 2006)? 
For oppressed groups, reconstructing one's identity is a- positive and 
affirmative project. Members of oppressed groups need to gain a sense of 
self-respect and pride associated with their identity (Mullaly 2002). How-
ever, for those in privileged groups, the process by which people become 
conscious of their internalised domination and react against it involves the 
construction of a 'negative identity'. 
Developing a negative identity involves challenging one's internalised 
moral superiority and rejecting the sense of entitlement that ~o many of 
us are socialised into. This entails refusing part of who we are and con-
structing a traitorous relationship with our dominant subject position 
(Ferguson 1998). 
Many writers have described the process of coming to oppose the domi-
nance of one's own group as becoming a traitor to their own identity group 
(Harding 1995; Bailey 1998; Lee 2002). Traitorousness involves being dis-
loyal to the parts of ourselves that are privileged and rejecting the expec-
tations that having such privilege entails (Heldke and O'Connor 2004). 
Bailey (1998) discusses traitorous identities as developing a cognisance of 
one's privilege and refusing to be faithful to the world views that members 
of privileged groups are expected to hold. 
Harding (1995) believes that members of privileged groups can rein-
vent themselves by learning about their own social location and by taking 
responsibility for their dominant subject position. She argues that privi-
leged traitors can develop liberatory knowledge by being critically reflective 
of their privilege rather than being oblivious to it. The aim for traitors is 
to search for ways to disrupt the process of coercion into dominant subject 
positions. Bailey (1998) regards the process of becoming traitorous as simi-
lar to Aristotle's idea of acquiring moral virtue. 
We all need to recognise the multiple subjectivities we inhabit and to 
locate ourselves in relation to privilege and oppression in our lives. Those of 
us who are most unmarked, white, heterosexual, middle-class, able-bodied 
men, need to understand how our subjectivities are constructed through 
the marking of others (Fellows and Razack 1998). 
Bailey (1998) believes that to develop a traitorous identity, one must 
become a "world traveller" to learn about the lives of those who are oppressed. 
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''World travelling" is an idea developed by Lugones (1987) to describe the 
process of Locating oneself outside of one's comfort zone and immersing one-
self in other worlds where our privileged identities will be challenged. 
RELINQUISHING PRIVILEGE? 
Some radical critics will no doubt see a project such as this as fitting within 
a neoliberal agenda and will question what potential there is for privileged 
activists to contribute anything meaningful to progressive social change. 
Some critics doubt that members of privileged groups will voluntarily com-
mit themselves to challenge their own privilege (Curry-Stevens 2007). They 
certainly raise the issue of not expecting the privileged to do so. One of the 
forms of privilege is the ability to ignore calls for involvement in social jus-
tice campaigns. Those who do make a commitment still have the privilege 
at any point of changing their minds and allowing their commitment to 
wane. Awareness of privilege can be reversed. But my experience in cam-
paigns tells me that there is a point of no return for allies. Significant recon-
struction of subjectivities can occur to the point where turning away from 
activist involvements is no longer viable. 
Furthermore, if oppressed groups continue to maintain pressure on priv-
ileged groups to transform themselves and to take responsibility for action 
against their privilege, they will not be taking this course of action solely 
from internalised motivations (Curry-Stevens 2007). 
Even if one is sceptical of the ability of the privileged to transform 
themselves and relinquish their privilege, how might they respond more 
positively to the demands of the oppressed? We need to understand their 
resistance to change and how they can be encouraged to lessen the obsta-
des they create that work against change. For if those with privilege do not 
yield power, then the gains achieved by the oppressed can be more easily 
co-opted (Curry-Stevens 2004). 
It is unlikely than anyone brought up in a patriarchal, racist, class-elitist, 
hcterosexist, ableist Western society is ever likely to fully eliminate oppres-
sive attitudes and practices. It is also clear that the privileged cannot fully 
relinquish privilege. While the structural relations that advantage the privi-
lege remain, they will always gain unearned benefits from them. This leaves 
privilege-cognisant members of dominant groups in the difficult position 
of knowing that they cannot get rid of their privilege and that they cannot 
use it without perpetuating the dominant-subordinate relations they are 
opposed to (Bailey 1999). 
While some aspects of privilege cannot be renounced or given up because 
it is structurally conferred, a socially just society would take conferred 
dominance away from privileged groups, and this will be experienced as a 
loss by them. When members of privileged groups say that they want every-
one else to have privilege but do not want to relinquish the privileges they 
have, they often want to hold on to their conferred dominance. 
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Unsettling privilege is difficult because it is the privileged who make the 
rules and construct the norms that govern our actions. It would be uto-
pian to suggest that the structures of privilege can be dismantled solely by 
actions from within. Challenging privilege has to be a project from below 
as well. However, I argue that members of privileged groups do not have 
to maintain their internalised commitment to dominance, that they can 
be responsive to the claims of the oppressed and that they can loosen their 
connections to dominant subject positions. 
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